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Cary offers over 100 miles of greenways and trails, many grade-separated like this one, allowing citizens to enjoy healthy and safe recreation in their community. 
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The Imagine Cary Community Plan, adopted January 24, 2017, is the comprehensive plan for the Town of Cary. This plan is the result of several years of work, unprecedented community input, and dozens of meetings and workshops. It sets out a long-term vision, policies, and strategic actions with a time horizon out to 2040.  
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In 2013, over 800 residents and stakeholders participated in a public planning workshop, called the Imagine Cary Summit on the Future, which would help to shape Cary for the next 20-30 years.
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Cary has a history of highly engaged citizens helping to make important decisions for the town. Here, participants discuss features for the future Downtown Cary Park. 





	Preface

	The subtitle for this book, “Cocreating a More Innovative, Adaptive, and Effective Local Government,” wasn’t my first choice, but it’s the better choice. The original subtitle was “Creating the Local Government That Doesn’t Exist,” which is a phrase we use frequently in Cary to describe the purpose of our journey.

	While working on this book, a friend remarked that “Creating the Local Government That Doesn’t Exist” sounded like a “grassroots libertarian fantasy.”

	I laughed for two reasons. First, anyone who knows me knows I believe in good, effective, proactive governance. So let me get one thing out of the way right now: This is not a book advocating libertarian fantasies of tearing down or shrinking government. If anything, it’s about local governments and the people they serve building the future together in more innovative, adaptive, and efficient ways.

	The second reason I laughed was that I remembered the moment I blurted out the phrase, a completely off-the-cuff declaration. It was 2016, and I had just started my new job as town manager of Cary, North Carolina, a prosperous town just south of Research Triangle Park. I was at a meeting with members of the communications team, and I just tossed off the phrase. The funny thing was, once the words were out of my mouth, I wasn’t even that crazy about them. I was riffing, trying to articulate my hope that in the future, Cary would create service models that hadn’t been invented yet, programs and projects that would leave our citizens stunned—in a good way—by the results. I wanted us to achieve things people simply never imagined a government could do.

	As it turned out, the phrase resonated with the people in attendance. It was repeated, and pretty soon, people started asking me what it meant.

	I’d bounce the question back at them: “What do you think it means?”

	I got a lot of different answers:

	“It means we should aim high.”

	“I think it means you create a government so efficient and frictionless that people don’t even realize it’s there.”

	“It’s a paradox, isn’t it? How can you create something that doesn’t exist?”

	“I don’t know, Sean! You’re the one who said it!”

	I welcomed all the interpretations, but those last two resonated. In North Carolina’s council-manager form of government, the town manager functions as the chief executive officer of the municipal corporation. I’m the CEO who serves at the will of the Town Council and oversees all Cary operations and staff.1 I am supposed to lead, not confuse, right?

	As it happens, I find ambiguity, frustrating as it can be at times, is a great tool for getting people to think, to search for answers, and to listen to other points of view. That’s why I asked the “What do you think it means?” question. I wasn’t trying to be obtuse. I knew what I meant, but I was interested in what other people thought. And if they had no idea, I wanted them to wrestle with the phrase a bit. Working in local government isn’t just about following rules, playing things safe, and always striving to maintain the status quo. It requires drive, insight, and vision. In the constantly morphing digital era, where computing power is estimated to double every two years and once-trendy products and platforms like the BlackBerry and the iTunes Store are suddenly eclipsed by the iPhone and subscription music apps, respectively, the only certainty is that change waits around most corners. One of government’s most exciting and important roles involves discovering or uncovering new ideas, finding new solutions to improve the community, and collaborating with experts and innovators to learn about potential beneficial changes.

	As the town manager, I make a habit of being very interested in other people’s opinions. It’s not just polite or politically savvy. It’s smart. Because if every new idea and solution has to come from me, well, Cary is in trouble.

	There is little doubt that some of the people who heard me utter the “doesn’t exist” phrase thought it was absurd or that I had lost my mind. I’m surprised no one accused me of being downright delusional. As I have said more than once (and semipermanently on my LinkedIn page), “As Cary, North Carolina’s CEO, I was hired to be a catalyst for change in a place where not only is nothing wrong but, by every measure, everything is nearly perfect.”

	This is not hyperbolic boosterism. Cary was, in metaphorical terms, at the top of the arc. It was at the highest point, the apex, of most metropolitan rankings. You can look it up. In the years before I arrived, Cary consistently showed up high on top-10 lists of ranking American cities: “Best Place to Live” (#2, Wall Street Journal), “Best Place to Retire” (#2, Kiplinger), and “Best Place to Raise a Family” (#1, Forbes), to name a few. The financial world admired Cary too. In 2001, all three major national bond rating agencies—Fitch, Moody’s, and Standard & Poor’s—awarded the town triple-A status, their highest ranking.

	So why did I brazenly advocate messing with perfection?

	The short answer is that the town told me to. It had looked back at the past and into the future, spending years developing Imagine Cary, a community-based initiative that began with 800 people attending a town meeting. Four hundred applications to join the steering committee, dozens of polls and interviews, and hundreds of meetings later, it ended in the adoption of a policy guide for the future: the Imagine Cary Community Plan.

	A slightly longer answer involves evoking the actual title of this book, The Top of the Arc, and the daunting reality of a curving trajectory, which is what an arc is: a path that rises and falls. Staying at the top of an arc—which is to say, not falling—is a very difficult thing to sustain for any length of time in business, in government, in sports. Just ask a surfer. Every wave they ride rises, crests, and then runs out of momentum.

	To me, Cary’s ability to stay at the top of the arc—providing excellent services and quality of life for our citizens—is tied to creating the local government that doesn’t exist. Yes, the Cary Community Plan codified a development strategy. But enacting that strategy required collaborating on a new, foundational culture. One that, to use a quote popularized by Council Member Jennifer Bryson Robinson, would “wait for great” instead of just settling for “good.” One that would strive to deliver positive experiences and outcomes for all, building and developing projects that aimed high, hit the targets, and in doing so, lifted the town up.

	For the last eight years, I have focused on leading Cary into the future, turning our plans into realities. In that time, we have created a new, centralized 311 communications system for the town to document and share information across the organization. We built a world-class public park in the center of Downtown Cary that was 3 times the size and 10 times the budget of the original plan. We helped launch the first vertical—as in buildings higher than three stories—mixed-use development in town history, with apartment buildings, streets lined with top-tier retail outlets, a million square feet of office space, a skating rink, and a multiplex.

	And that’s just some of what we’ve done—or should I say, created? Because none of it existed previously in Cary.

	I wrote this book with three goals in mind: (1) to tell the story of Cary, documenting a pivotal moment after 45 years of unprecedented growth, and share the lessons learned to help other towns across America create a local government that doesn’t exist; (2) to offer lessons and best practices for local government, including the OneCary Toolkit; and (3) to advocate for people-first, adaptive leadership at the local level to inspire and deliver positive outcomes to, in effect, rise to the top of the arc and stay there.

	It took a while for these three goals to coalesce.

	The first time someone suggested I write a book about Cary and creating a local government that doesn’t exist, I rejected the idea immediately. What would I know about writing a book? Several other people brought up the idea, and I thought, “Hmm, maybe they are serious.” A few months later, Town Council Member Lori Bush, who I knew read a lot about business and leadership, told me, “Sean, you should write a book.” Lori, of course, is one of my bosses. Who was I to argue with her? I thought about it some more, and I decided sharing Cary’s journey and my experiences as a town manager might be helpful and empowering for the town. We deserved to see what we’ve done put down in black and white. Also, I thought our efforts here might be instructive for other local governments.

	Embracing the idea, I realized I had to practice what I preached about getting out of comfort zones and trying new things. As leadership experts might put it, I needed to model the behavior I wanted to encourage.

	But I had one nonnegotiable demand. I wanted to work with someone who had collaborated on books about politics, current events, and social movements. As I hope the stories in this book demonstrate, I believe Cary, and all organizations, can benefit from working with experts. I didn’t plan Downtown Cary Park or any other town initiative by myself. And I sure wasn’t going to write a book alone either.

	My main reason for hiring a collaborator was that I wanted a sounding board to listen to the story I wanted to share, bear witness, and help shape it for a wider audience. I knew that as the primary author, I would be telling Cary’s story—or my version of that story. But I also wanted the insights and opinions of colleagues and experts who have worked with Cary and with me—other people who would remember things differently or bring new perspectives.

	And I knew that if I interviewed those people about Cary, they might not tell me exactly what they thought. Or if they said flattering things, I’d look like a self-serving egotist for including them in the book. That was definitely not my goal!

	So the quotes in this book from people not named Sean were obtained and selected by a journalist and best-selling ghostwriter who conducted hours of interviews to learn about Cary. My collaborator has discussed me behind my back, with my blessing. He asked people for criticism on or off the record. He didn’t get as much as either of us hoped. Apparently, I’m not very controversial in Cary. The lack of controversy may prove bad for book sales, but it gives me confidence about my performance as town manager. And confidence is important. It is an underappreciated resource. Believing in yourself, your town, your vision is a vital first step toward creating a new, better local government.

	I realize that not all towns in America have the same resources in terms of wealth, budget, revenue, and infrastructure. The town of Camden, New Jersey, is going to have different priorities and challenges than the affluent suburb of Greenwich, Connecticut. That said, if Cary’s transformation is not necessarily duplicative, there are many lessons that are instructive—about people, culture, process, how to harness data and adaptive strategies—for town governments of all shapes and sizes.

	At the top of the arc and at the core of local government are people. They are our greatest resource. If there is one thing I hope to show in this book, it’s that leaders can optimize organizations and achieve their visions by empowering people to succeed. This is not a wholly original concept. I was inspired by Ronald Heifetz and Marty Linsky’s book Leadership on the Line, which advises that adaptability in an uncertain, ever-changing world is the key to successful transformations. Similarly, in 1993, David Osborne, an advisor to Al Gore, wrote a book called Reinventing Government that called for civil service to borrow private sector principles. He was advocating adaptive leadership too, just using business paradigms, such as seeking to understand customers (a.k.a. citizens), not confusing efficiency with effectiveness, and weighing concepts like the return on investment.

	Speaking of return on investment, I have been inspired by the people of Cary, the Cary Town Council, and my colleagues in our local government who strive to invent a better future. Instilling confidence and support isn’t a one-way street. It is reciprocal. When the Council supports my vision, it is truly empowering. I believe in sharing that energy, in encouraging people to aim high and dream big—perhaps bigger than they could ever imagine. And when that transformation becomes reality, well, I can’t help myself.

	I want to do something even bigger.

	I hope this book encourages readers to think the same way.



	[image: Aerial view of the Cary/Apex Water Treatment Facility, illustrating the scale and infrastructure behind Cary’s independent water supply system.]

	In the late 1980s, the town recognized that managing its future required controlling its water supply. By the 1990s, in partnership with the neighboring Town of Apex, Cary achieved water independence—laying the foundation for future development. Today, the Cary/Apex Water Treatment Facility is nationally recognized with the President’s Award from the Partnership for Safe Water. 
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	Cary’s rapid growth—from fewer than 15,000 residents in 1975 to over 180,000 by 2022—reflects its rise as a hub for innovation, business, and quality of life. Anchored in the heart of the Research Triangle, Cary’s strategic location, thriving economy, and welcoming community fueled a 6.5% annual growth rate over 35 years. Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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	Created in the early 1980s, B. Everett Jordan Lake is the water source for the Cary/Apex Water Treatment Facility, which plays a critical role in supplying clean, safe drinking water to the community. 
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	Town staff pose with the first piece of pipe to be placed for the water treatment facility in 1992. 
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	Page-Walker Arts & History Center, built in 1868 as the area’s first hotel, was a passenger rail stop. The building now sits only yards away from Cary’s current Amtrak station and bus depot. 
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	Cary has a history of investing in sports and entertainment venues that create economic impact and special opportunities for residents. Here, it's the USA vs. Canada Olympic Teams prior to leaving for Beijing in 2008.




	Chapter 1

	Shaping the Future

	That was kind of a phenomenon of Cary. When you study other towns that had similar fast growth, where I think a lot of them failed is that they never got their new people involved. And either because of our boards and commissions or the way we were organized, we did that. We seemed to have a way to draw out these new people, and a lot of them had great talent.

	—Jack Smith, nine-term Cary Town Council member

	The American town you live in has a singular history. It was created and settled under a unique set of circumstances by a specific set of individuals. It exists in a unique geographical space surrounded by other unique geographical spaces. It is populated by people with different backgrounds. It is part of 1 of 50 states or 14 territories, each with separate laws, taxes, and infrastructures.

	Our towns share many things in common, but there are only two universal traits: all towns are unique, and all towns change. Even the most rural, ignored, no-new-development-in-decades town mutates. If nothing else, it gets older.

	Not even a town council—or a town manager—can stop time.

	I mention this because, for the rest of this book, 98 percent of the action is going to be rooted in Cary, North Carolina, and a good deal of the subject matter will revolve around change or, to use my preferred term, evolution. In my view, evolution—as opposed to the favorite buzzword of every political and business expert, transformation—implies a state of constant positive change, not simply “transforming” from one state to another. While the specifics are going to be about Cary’s evolution, I want readers to know that many aspects of what occurred—how we changed the culture, how we decentralized leadership, how we aimed higher with each project, how we embraced new advisors and explored what other towns were doing—are practices any town can adopt or adapt as needed.

	Why Imagine the Future?

	As I said in the preface, Cary told me it wanted to change. Years before I’d even set foot in town limits, an initiative called the Imagine Cary Community Plan was underway.

	It was an impressive undertaking. By definition, planning for the future is not something humans—and the organizations they run—are particularly good at. When do people start dieting or quit smoking? Quite often, after they have a heart attack. When does a busy intersection get new traffic lights? After a dozen fender benders.

	The launch of Imagine Cary was, whether the Council knew it or not, a declaration of an independent future: a town’s existential dream to stay ahead of the curve and control its destiny.

	Here’s how the news release for the town-wide 2013 invitation to the Summit on the Future described the project:

	The Summit on the Future is a part of Imagine Cary, the name given by the citizen steering committee to the town’s unprecedented approach to updating the
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